THE AGE OF MACHINERY
the corn lawsA His famous dictum meant only that the
crisis furnished the immediate occasion. In the eighteenth
century the government had been accustomed in time of
famine to throw open the ports temporarily. Peel recognized
that the state of public opinion made such a solution impracti-
cable, for it would have been impossible to reimpose the
corn laws after a term of suspension. It was the work of the
League in preparing the country for a more radical treat-
ment that turned a freak of the weather into a deus ex
machine. The act of 1846 provided for the abolition of the
corn laws in 1849. ^or three years a new sliding scale of
duties was imposed under which foreign wheat paid 43.
when the price per quarter rose to 535. and upwards.
Then in 1849 a nominal duty of one shilling per quarter
was levied for registration purposes on imported wheat
and other grains: in 1869 even this duty was abolished.
In his resignation speech Peel uttered these memorable
words. It may be that I shall leave a name some-
times remembered with expressions of good will in the
abodes of those whose lot it is to labour, and to earn their
daily bread by the sweat of their brow, when they shall
recruit their exhausted strength with abundant and untaxed
food the sweeter because it is no longer leavened by a sense
ofinjusticey//
In the short space of seven years the determined efforts of
the League had been crowned with victory in the face of
difficulties that seemed insuperable; and it had shattered a
structure which was considered as safe as the monarchy.
What was the reason for its success? Peel himself contended
that his proposals for the repeal of the corn laws were a logi-
cal development of those principles which had governed his
revision of the tariff in 1842. 'You could not long continue/
he said, cto apply different principles in respect to agriculture^
from those you had applied to other articles of commerce.5-
His conversion was no doubt sincere, yet it was probably
stimulated by one very important circumstance. The League
was all the more potent since it represented the force of
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